Rapid tryptophan depletion following cognitive behavioural therapy for panic disorder.
The aim of this study was to examine the effect of rapid tryptophan depletion (RTD) combined with a panicogenic challenge in patients with panic disorder who had responded to treatment with cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). We hypothesised that RTD (compared with the control drink) would result in an increase in anxiety symptoms when provoked by a panicogenic challenge with the benzodiazepine antagonist, flumazenil. Nine patients with panic disorder who had responded to CBT received a tryptophan-free amino acid drink on one occasion and a control drink on the other in a double-blind crossover design. In addition, they received flumazenil and placebo infusions on each day. Our hypothesis regarding the effects of RTD was supported by findings of a significant interaction between RTD and flumazenil on measures from visual analogues scales (total) and the Spielberger State Anxiety inventory. A somewhat unexpected finding was that in this group of CBT responders, the panicogenic effect of flumazenil was not completely blocked by treatment. This meant that although four of the nine subjects (44%) reported a panicogenic effect of flumazenil on the RTD day, this was not significantly different from the rate of panic attacks in response to flumazenil on the control day. We suggest that the partial return of symptoms in response to flumazenil reflects a vulnerability to RTD in this group of panic disorder patients who had responded to treatment with CBT.